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Intermediaries and Community Energy Policy
Responding to changing policy contexts

The CISE research project 
examines the diffusion of  com-
munity energy projects in the 
UK. Part of  this research ex-
plores the role of  community 
energy intermediaries in niche-
building and how political proc-
esses influence, and are influ-
enced by, community energy 
activity. This investigation con-
sisted of  two rounds of  inter-
views with intermediary actors 
in the community energy sector. 
The first round of  interviews 
aimed to gather evidence for 
niche-building processes and 
niche influence on policy and 
energy businesses in a dynamic 
political context (see GI Briefing 
10). A second round of  interme-
diary interviews took place two 

years later (spring 2013). This 
phase of  the research, reported 
here, focussed on the changes in 
policy during that time, the im-
pacts of  these policies and at-
tempts by intermediary bodies to 
influence the policy process. 

In order to examine the 
interaction between the commu-
nity energy sector and policy in a 
dynamic context, we conducted 
a total 7 interviews between 
March and May 2013. The in-
terviews were undertaken with 
actors drawn from intermediary 
organisations and networks of  
projects, support providers 
within the sector, individual ex-
perts and consultants engaged 
with community energy at in-

termediary level, private compa-
nies and government. 

The interviewees were se-
lected from the participants of  
the first round of  research and 
were chosen to represent the 
diversity of  networks, organisa-
tions and institutions that inter-
act with policymaking relevant 
to community energy. 

Policy changes
and community 
energy

The period in question has 
seen significant policy develop-
ments that had direct and indi-
rect influence on energy at a 
community level. Many of  the 
policies and schemes, such Feed-
in-Tariffs and the Green Deal, 

The last two years has 
seen significant policy 
developments 
influencing community 
energy, such Feed-in-
Tariffs and the Green 
Deal. We investigate 
policy influence and 
engagement among 
the emerging sector.
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Jenn  Monahan reports on how recent policy changes have affected community energy and how 
intermediaries have sought to influence policy to support community energy. 

grassroots INNOVATIONS
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that formed the focus of  attention within community energy 
at the time of  undertaking the initial CISE intermediary in-
terviews have been implemented. In addition, new policy 
activity has occurred and is yet to be resolved, including the 
Energy Bill and the Electricity Market Reform.

The most significant policy change talked about by the 
interviewees was the greater political focus on community 
energy. In particular there was a perception of  a shift from 
community energy “providing ministers with lots of  excellent 
photo opportunities” to a central place in policy within the 
UK government’s Department for Energy and Climate 
Change (DECC). Community Energy has become embedded 
in policy documents from The UK government’s Coalition 
Agreement through to the establishment of  DECC’s Com-
munity Energy Contact Group and the forthcoming Com-
munity Energy Strategy.

Specific policies discussed included: Electricity Market 
Reform (EMR), Feed-in-Tariffs ( FiTs) and the Green Deal. 
The impacts of  these policies were both positive and nega-
tive, and are outlined below. 

Electricity Market Reform
The Energy Bill was seen as having a negative impact on 

the growth of  community energy at a larger scale (>5MW). 
One interviewee voiced concern that the bill, in its current 
form, would lead to a greater concentration of  large scale 
commercial ownership rather than foster ownership models 
appropriate to community energy. The mechanisms proposed 
under the electricity market reform (EMR) were designed to 
fit existing institutional arrangements. The mechanisms pro-
posed are complex and disadvantage community groups who 
would not have the knowledge or resources required to get 
their projects to market. 

Feed-In-Tariff Review
The outcome of  the FiTs review, in 2012, was generally 

accepted as a positive development. The key change was the 
introduction of  a mechanism (preliminary accreditation) to 
enable community projects to fix the feed in tariff  at a guar-
anteed rate for one year. DECC also defined the eligibility 
criteria for Community projects as one with a defined legal 
structure, including: a community interest company (CIC); 
co-operative society; or a community benefit society. Com-
munity projects were also given exemption from the require-
ment to meet minimum energy efficiency standards. 

These changes set a stable framework and a simplified 
process for community and co-operative groups resolving the 
uncertainty faced by these groups in shifting policy context, 
experienced recently. 

However, the eligibility criteria may result in a negative 
impact. Respondents commented on how it excluded many 
community energy groups and organisations on the basis of  
their structures, for example:

 “The eligibility criteria excludes a lot of  the organisa-
tions …that we assist ...those that are very much community 
organisations but don’t follow a particular legal structure”.

The Green Deal
The Green Deal, launched in January 2013 was gener-

ally viewed as having limited relevance to community energy. 
Those respondents that did talk about the Green Deal 

stressed that there was a very limited role for community 
groups in the Green Deal as it was currently structured: 

“There’s no clear way in which the Green Deal will en-
able communities to do more on a community energy model. 
The Green Deal is just a mechanism that lends money to 
individual householders, so the only way in which I think 
communities can take a role in that is as Community Cham-
pions, where they can stimulate demand for energy effi-
ciency”. 

The structure of  the Green Deal may have a negative 
influence on the development of  grassroots community en-
ergy and supress existing activity. One respondent pointed out 
that community energy groups that had been undertaking an 
advisory role were now shut out of  participating more ac-
tively because of  the need for verification to be able to par-
ticipate as a Green Deal Assessor or provider. To do so would 
require capital resources and a commitment of  time that was 
not available. One respondent argued that the lack of  clarity 
pertaining to the role of  community energy in the Green 
Deal effectively ensured that community energy was unable 
to compete on an equal footing. On the other hand, as argued 
by one interviewee representing DECC, this regulation was 
necessary to protect the consumer.

Summary of policy changes
The negative impacts of  the instruments discussed were 

commonly related to the assumptions upon which they were 
based. Aimed at existing institutions and structures, they were 
inappropriate for community energy and would not foster 
models appropriate to community energy. This was com-
monly perceived by the interviewees as indicating a lack of  
foresight. One interviewee summed it up as an ‘institutional 
default position’ where policy makers “are used to working 
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There was a perceived shift from 
community energy “providing ministers 
with lots of excellent photo opportunities” 
to it having a central place in policy within 
the UK government’s Department for 
Energy and Climate Change 
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within certain premises and with certain 
stakeholders ...”

Despite the negative influences dis-
cussed the general consensus from the 
interviews was recognition of  an emerg-
ing political and regulatory framework 
appropriate for community energy. 
However, as one interviewee com-
mented “I wouldn’t say it was coherent 
yet, I would say there were signs that it 
could be”. 

Achieving policy 
influence?
Organisations, Networks 
and Relationships

There is a complex web of  interre-
lationships and interconnections be-
tween the intermediary networks, or-
ganisations and individuals within the 
community energy context. All of  the 
intermediaries interviewed were partici-
pating directly in multiple networks/
organisations/forums or indirectly 
through personal relationships with 
prominent individuals within those net-
works and organisations that they were 
not members of. Community energy 
intermediaries and networks appear to 
be coalescing into two groupings: one 
practitioner-facing, and the other 
policy-facing; this divide is not clear-cut. 
There is considerable overlap and inter-
connection between these groups 
through relationships between individu-
als and individuals/organisations par-

ticipating in multiple networks and fo-
rums.

Practitioner-facing 
intermediaries

Practitioner facing networks were 
described as not undertaking policy 
influencing activity directly. However, 
there was engagement with the policy 
process through membership of  other 
networks and groups. For example the 
Low Carbon Communities Network 
engaged with government through the 
activity of  the Community Energy Coa-
lition and the Communities and Cli-
mate Action Alliance and through the 
activity of  the individual members of  
the network. For practitioner-facing 
intermediary organisations, whilst the 
primary goal was achieving successful 
projects on the ground, policy engage-
ment was also important, driven by a 
desire to pass on learning from practice, 
rather than reacting to policy decisions.

Policy-facing intermediaries
More recent developments have 

seen the convening of  two groups ex-
plicitly focused on policy: the Commu-
nity Energy Coalition (CEC) and the 
Community Energy Contact Group 
(CECG). The CEC, established by the 
Co-Operative group and Forum for the 
Future, was noted by the interviewees as 
being the most community energy 
policy-focused intermediary. The CEC 
has a broad membership drawn from 
mass membership organisations and 

community representative bodies be-
yond groups explicitly concerned with 
community energy (for example: The 
National Trust; The National Federa-
tion of  Women’s Institutes; The Church 
of  England; Country Land and Busi-
ness Association). The CEC aims to 
have wide support and a louder voice 
for advocating community energy.

The Community Energy Contact 
Group (CECG) was convened by Minis-
ter Barker as an informal advisory 
group of  invited individuals. In contrast 
to the CEC, members of  the CECG 
were drawn almost exclusively from the 
practitioner community (e.g. Bath and 
West Community Energy and 
Wadebridge Renewable Energy Net-
work) and community networks (e.g. 
Community and Climate Action Net-
work and Community Energy Practitio-
ners Forum). The rationale behind the 
group’s membership was to have expe-
rience and expertise on hand to assist 
DECC with policy development ensur-
ing that community perspectives are 
included. The group met regularly and 
meetings were attended by Minister 
Barker. 

Community energy policy 
goals

All of  the intermediaries inter-
viewed undertook policy-relevant activ-
ity to a greater or lesser degree, at the 
very least to ‘raise the profile of  com-
munity energy’. In discussing policy 
goals a number of  interviewees talked 
about the same objectives but in slightly 
different terms. These commonly-held 
policy goals were: simplifying mecha-
nisms and processes; a greater coher-
ence in government across all depart-
ments; and developing a clear model for 
the future development of  community 
energy. For example:

Community Energy Scotland said 
“we want to see simple easy to use in-
ventive mechanisms that do not dis-
criminate against communities”

Co-Operatives UK aim for a sim-
plified process; greater coherence in 
government policy across departments; 
a policy framework that includes a fi-
nanceable model for community energy 
projects, and simple policy mechanisms 
for community energy. 

The Community Energy Practitio-
ners Forum’s core aim is to “Establish a 
coherent and effective common voice to 
help inform and shape policies and pro-
grammes”
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Policy engagement such 
as lobbying, relationship 
building and forum 
participation, has also 
become increasingly 
formalised into job roles 
and budgeted for by 
some intermediary 
organisations
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This message also arose in written documents 
produced by intermediary organisations. A key 
document is The Manifesto for a Community 
Energy Revolution, published jointly by the Co-
operative Group and Co-operatives UK and en-
dorsed by the CEC. The manifesto explicitly calls 
on government to introduce an integrated frame-
work of  policy measures as part of  DECC’s 
Community Energy Strategy. These policy meas-
ures included: national targets; promotion of  the 
community energy approach; introduction of  
government-backed advice and support services; a 
standardised process appropriate to community 
energy; and a financial framework appropriate to 
community energy.

This evidence suggests that there is a move-
ment towards common policy goals and a devel-
oping coherent voice expressing the same consis-
tent policy message.

Policy engagement
Lack of  resources for policy engagement has 

led to an increasingly selective approach to influ-
encing policy. Strategies included both formal 
(lobbying MPs and Ministers and responding to 
consultations) and informal methods (direct con-
tact and building personal relationships with pol-
icy makers and officials). 

These strategic activities sought to influence 
policy and programme development proactively at 
earlier stages rather than responding to proposals/
consultations reactively. Many of  these activities 
are aimed at influencing policy at a higher level, 
and, as one interviewee described it “taking a 
place at the top table”. This was achieved through 
participation in the CEC, DECC’s CECG and in 
formal forums that had a high level strategic focus 
and included private sector and regulatory bodies 
such as Ofgem, National Grid and the Big Six 
energy companies. Policy engagement such as 
lobbying, relationship building and forum partici-
pation, has also become increasingly formalised 
into job roles and budgeted for by some interme-
diary organisations.

The activities described by the interviewees 
suggest a shift in community energy intermediary 
policy engagement from reactive to proactive, and 
towards a more strategic targeted approach that 
enabled a greater impact from the limited re-
sources available. Concomitantly there has been a 
shift in the level of  engagement of  community 
energy in the policy area to a higher more strate-
gic level with an increasing influence on shaping 
policy. 

Policy influence
It was difficult for the intermediary interview-

ees to define how influential these activities had 
been or to cite specific examples. The interviewee 
representing DECC spoke of  the effect being 
quite diffuse and difficult to specify. They did refer 
to the community energy lobby as quite strong, 

relating this to the activity of  individuals and 
communities at the grassroots because “they go 
through their own MPs and hence through par-
liament and MPs meeting with MPs and actually 
raise questions in Parliament and that’s actually a 
very useful way to go”. This interviewee discussed 
the EMR as an example where concerns had been 
raised through lobbying activities and were being 
responded to. 

DECC’s Strategy for Community 
Energy

All the intermediaries spoke of  DECC’s 
forthcoming Community Energy Strategy (consul-
tation Summer 2013) and talked of  how they had, 
or had not, played a role or sought to influence its 
development in some way. Three distinct routes to 
influence emerged: direct membership of  CECG; 
indirect via personal relationships with members 
of  CECG; and indirect high profile campaigning. 

Membership of CEGG 
The CECG itself  proposed DECC produce a 

Community Energy Strategy and suggested its 
form. The group aimed for the strategy to be a 
mechanism for bringing together a wider number 
of  issues and reference policies across government 
with ‘real targets’ and with ‘resources to facilitate 
it”. At the time of  writing DECC had not indi-
cated what the strategy will contain or produced a 
draft for consultation.

Indirect via CEGG
Although the membership of  the CECG was 

by invitation, representation was achieved by some 
intermediaries via personal relationships with in-
dividual members. One interviewee noted they 
had an indirect input through their relationships 
with individuals who were members of  the group, 
commenting on the multiple roles that many of  
these individuals had. Communication occurred 
informally and through contacts at different fo-
rums and the multiple networks they participated 
in.

Indirect high profile campaigning
Thirdly, influence was sought by campaigning 

and producing written documents. The CEC Vi-
sion 2020 and the Manifesto for a Community 
Energy Revolution was referred to by all of  the 
interviewees. The manifesto was explicitly targeted 
at a policy audience and proposes itself  as a basis 
for the Community Energy Strategy. Produced 
many months before DECC’s Community Energy 
Strategy, it pre-empts what could be in the gov-
ernment’s strategy and proposes what the strategy 
should contain: “I can’t think of  any other docu-
ments that are exactly like the manifesto which 
sets out, you know, which says: ‘right government, 
this is what needs to be done’”. 

It is difficult to judge how influential these 
routes have been. At the time of  writing this brief-
ing DECC had just published a Community En-
ergy Call for Evidence, and the Strategy itself  
remains unwritten. Yet a number of  interviewees 
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All the 
intermediaries 
spoke of DECC’s 
forthcoming 
Community 
Energy Strategy 
(consultation 
Summer 2013) 
and talked of how 
they had, or had 
not, played a role 
or sought to 
influence its 
development in 
some way
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noted that there had been some suc-
cesses, evidenced firstly by increasing 
prominence of  the CECG and the 
Strategy within DECC, and secondly 
by the broadening of  the strategy to 
become “something that looks across 
all DECC teams, because what we 
want to avoid is a situation in which 
community energy is seen as a sort of  
separate niche thing”.

 

Conclusion
The findings summarised in this 

briefing build on earlier research and 
present a snapshot of  a changing 
community energy sector, responding 
to a dynamic policy context. Five sto-
ries emerged from the interviews. 

Firstly, community energy has 
gained a higher profile within govern-
ment policy. There were signs of  an 
emerging regulatory and policy frame-
work that takes community energy into 
consideration. However, the assump-
tions of  institutional arrangements and 
scale underpinning policy were identi-
fied as problematic to the development 
of  community energy.

Secondly, community energy ap-
pears to be coalescing into two group-
ings, one policy-facing and the other 
practitioner-facing. But these are not 
mutually exclusive categories: there is 
considerable overlap and interaction 
between them through relationships 
between individuals, and organisations 
participating in multiple networks and 
forums.

Thirdly, the community energy 
sector has developed a greater coher-
ence around common policy goals 
which included: simplifying mecha-
nisms and processes; a greater coher-

ence in government across all depart-
ments; and developing a clear model for 
the future development of  community 
energy. There was an increasingly con-
sistent message to policy makers and a 
coherent voice delivering that message. 

Fourthly, the community energy 
sector’s policy engagement was becom-
ing more strategic, exploring both for-
mal and informal routes to influence 
policy at higher levels. This activity 
sought to influence policy and pro-
gramme development proactively at 
earlier stages rather than responding to 
proposals/consultations reactively.

Finally, the diffuse and fragmented 
nature of  government policy which is 
relevant to community energy, and the 
institutional arrangements in govern-
ment, presented difficulties in engaging 
with policy makers. Questions were 
raised as to whether or not the forth-
coming Community Energy Strategy 
will work to alleviate this barrier and 

continue the development of  a coherent 
regulatory and policy framework.

We conclude that this evidence 
points to a dynamic and maturing 
community energy sector responding to 
the challenges of  a shifting policy envi-
ronment by seeking diverse routes of  
political influence, and coalescing 
around simple and consistent policy 
goals. The UK Government’s forth-
coming Community Energy Strategy 
(2013) will demonstrate the relative suc-
cess or failure of  these efforts, in terms 
of  the extent of  its support of  small-
scale community-led initiatives, and will 
pave the way for future developments 
regardless.
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